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Picture It: A Study of Picture Cues
as a Vocabulary Strategy Used
to Aid in Comprehension
Kim Lockwood teaches second grade at Elsa Meyer Elementary School in Corunna,
Michigan. She is a graduate student at Saginaw Valley State University. Dr. Gloria Musial
is Professor of Teacher Education at Saginaw Valley State University. Melissa Princinsky
teaches second grade at Elsa Meyer Elementary School in Corunna, Michigan. She is a
graduate student at Saginaw Valley State University.

ow can we improve vocabulary
comprehension in our secondgrade classrooms? This was the
question that we asked before
beginning our research. We wanted to
examine picture cues and how they may or
may not improve vocabulary instruction and
comprehension.
We strive to enhance our literacy program
for the well-being of the students. As teachers, we constantly search for ways to improve
our teaching; that is exactly what we hoped
to accomplish in our investigation. Guiding
us along the way is our belief that a balanced
literacy program should include both direct
and indirect vocabulary approaches (Beck,
Perfetti & McKeown, 1982). If picture cues
helped with vocabulary comprehension, we
wanted to be able to share this strategy with
our colleagues and integrate it into our classrooms.
We were interested in studying this area
because, as part of our basal reading series, our students complete vocabulary
review worksheets at the conclusion of
each story. Although we use a variety of
strategies to teach vocabulary terminology
such as "Vocabulary Jeopardy" and match
games, our students" seemed to do poorly
and were uninterested in the vocabulary
review worksheets.
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Our study came about largely in response
to the research done by Elaine P. Roberts
(1999). In that investigation Roberts's graduate students linked research-based vocabulary
and comprehension development to student
motivation, cognitive skills, and personality.
One of the teachers in Roberts' s study
shared that "instruction in word meanings
must go beyond the definition and include
experiences in which the student builds relationships between new words and what he or
she knows" (1999, p.l). While drawing pictures in the experimental group, the students
were activating their prior knowledge. According to Roberts, sometimes a lack of prior
knowledge contributes to comprehension difficulties. In turn, " ... vocabulary problems
cause comprehension difficulties" (1999,
p.2).
Roberts' ideas, coupled with Tamara S.
Keller's "instant pictures" strategy, formed
the foundation of our research. Using the instant picture technique, Keller took Polaroid
snapshots to teach new vocabulary terms
(Keller, 1999).
In our investigation we decided to change
this component slightly by having the students draw their own pictures. This added the
element of personal involvement and ownership. According to Roberts, "creating visual
images ... provides students with the oppor-
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tunity to relate personally to words in meaningful contexts" (1999, p.3).
We organized our study by having the students in Ms. Lockwood's class draw pictures
to help them with the vocabulary definitions.
This was the experimental group. The students in Ms. Princinsky's class, the control
group, would not draw pictures. Following
the introduction to the words and a brief lesson, the students would be assessed using a
vocabulary match game.
We were very curious about this study.
If vocabulary comprehension improved
when using picture cues, what would the
reason be? Does drawing the pictures give
the students more of a connection because
they feel a certain sense of ownership?
When being assessed, would the students
only focus on the pictures and not the actual definitions?
Before beginning our study, we collected
information about vocabulary, comprehension,
metacognition,
and
student
involvement. This also directed our research.
Based on information from a variety of reports, we predicted that the involvement the
students experienced when drawing the pictures would aid in comprehension because
this strategy embraces the use of
metacognition (Flavell, 1977; Vygotsky,
1978).

Methodology and Research Design
In our investigation, we used an informational sample from our basal readers titled
Christopher Columbus's Voyage. Ms.
Lockwood's class, the experimental group,
consisted of25 students, 12 girls and 13 boys
of varying academic levels.
The students in the group were taught a
vocabulary strategy in which they drew pictures to help them make connections to the
definitions. Using this strategy, the students
were each given a sheet of paper with boxes
showing the term and the definition in corresponding boxes. The terms we chose to focus
on were voyage, sailor, maps, routes, and islands. On the term side of the paper, room
was provided for the students to draw pie-
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tures of what they thought the word meant.
At the conclusion of the lesson, the students
cut out these picture boxes and terms and
matched them to the definitions.
Ms. Princinsky's class, the control group,
consisted of 23 students. It was composed of
11 girls and 12 boys of varying academic levels. The students in the control group were
not taught the picture cue vocabulary strategy. At the conclusion of the lesson, they were
given a sheet with boxes showing the term
and the definition in corresponding boxes. No
space was provided for pictures. The boxes
were cut and scrambled. The students then
had to match the term with the definition.
For our research, the two of us developed
our lesson plans together and discussed how
we would teach. The lessons for the experimental and control groups were identical;
however, step 5 was omitted in the control
group lesson. This was our lesson format:
l. Anticipatory Set - The teacher shared a
Christopher Columbus poem orally with the
class. The students discussed the meaning of
the poem.
2. Activate Prior Knowledge - The class
discussed what they knew about Christopher
Columbus prior to the reading. The responses
were written on the board. The following are
examples:
"Columbus was a great sailor and
traveler."
"He discovered that the Earth was round
and not flat."
3. Setting a Purpose - The students discussed what they hoped to gain by reading
about Christopher Columbus. The responses
were written on the board like interview questions for Columbus:
"How did you find out the Earth was
round?"
"Why did you want to go on voyages?"
4. Visual Vocabulary- Five vocabulary terms
and their definitions were displayed in the
pocket chart. Each term was briefly discussed.
voyage - long sailing trips
sailors - people who make a living by
sailing
maps - drawings or charts showing places
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routes - paths, roads to be traveled
islands - pieces of land surrounded by
water
5. Picture Cues - The students in the experimental group were asked to draw a picture
of what they thought each term meant in the
box with the vocabulary word.
6. Whole Group Reading - The class read
Christopher Columbus's Voyage as a whole
group. Vocabulary terms were pointed out
once again when reading.
7. Assessment - The vocabulary match
game was conducted one-on-one with each
student and the teacher.
During Step 7, the assessment phase, the
students were called over to a table with the
teacher. The students were asked to cut out
the boxes with the vocabulary term and the
definition. In the control group, the terms
were scrambled on one side and the definitions on the other. In the experimental group,
the terms with the pictures were scrambled
on one side and the definitions on the other.
Following this, the students were asked to
match the term with the definition. Without
the students' know ledge, the teacher timed
them. Our ultimate goal in researching this
area was to find out the benefits of this strategy; therefore, time was not a major factor.
However, by timing our students we were also
hoping to analyze whether the students who
used picture cues were looking only at the
pictures or if they were taking the time to look
at the picture in conjunction with the term to
match it to the definition.

Presentation of the Data
The experimental group, which used the
picture cues in the vocabulary match, had 100
percent accuracy. The average time for completing the task was 109 seconds with
individual times ranging from 30 seconds to
4 minutes.
The control group, which used only the
term and the definition in the vocabulary
match, had a 52 perc~nt rate of accuracy. 17
percent of the children incorrectly identified
two terms. 13 percent incorrectly identified
three terms, 4 percent incorrectly identified
VoLUME
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four terms, and 13 percent incorrectly identified all of the words (See Figure 1).
Control Group Accuracy
4 incorrect
4%

3 incorrect
13%

0 incorrect
53%

Figure 1

The following shows the terms most frequently defined incorrectly:
voyage - 48 percent of the students
misidentified this term
sailor 30 percent of the students
misidentified this term
maps 30 percent of the students
misidentified this term
routes 26 percent of the students
misidentified this term
islands - 22 percent of the students
misidentified this term
The average time for completing the vocabulary match in the control group was 80
seconds with individual times ranging from
15 seconds to 6 minutes (See Figure 2 "Accuracy in Vocabulary Match" and Figure 3
"Vocabulary Match Time Averages" on page
38).

Summary and Conclusions
In the introduction, we discussed the fact
that our goal was to find out if picture cues
were helpful in vocabulary comprehension.
Although this is limited research, based on
this study, it does seem that this strategy was
beneficial for our students. It is interesting
to note that the average time for completing
the task in the experimental group was actually 29 seconds more than for the control
group. This may disprove our original theory
3 •
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that the students would only look at the pictures to define the terms. In some cases, the
students may have actually been more reflective, more engaged, when picture cues were
used in conjunction with the term.
Another interesting thing happened in our
study. When reading the text, the students in
the experimental group took much more interest in the vocabulary words. Ms.
Lockwood's class excitedly pointed out the
vocabulary terms in Christopher Columbus's
Voyage; Ms. Princinsky pointed them out to
her students who seemed rather uninterested.
It is possible that the students in the experimental group already felt a certain connection
to or ownership of the words through their
personal drawings and interpretations. Further, this may have been due to their use of
metacognition (Roberts, 1999, p.3).
One possible explanation for our findings
is Dale's Cone of Learning (1969). AccordAccuracy in Vocabulary Match
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Vocabulary Match Time Averages
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ing to Dale's theory, students who learn a new
concept (such as vocabulary words) through
verbal reception remember 15 percent of what
they heard. Showing the students the terms
and definitions on the pocket chart added a
visual-reception, "Show-me" element. According to Dale, 50 percent of what is seen
through visual reception is remembered. The
experimental group took learning to a new
level when they were personally involved in
the vocabulary by drawing a picture to go
along with the definition. Ninety percent of
new information is remembered when students are actively engaged in a manner similar
to this.
There is a strong correlation between this
theory and the results from the study. Since
the students in the control group were not
completely involved in the learning process,
it stands to reason that their accuracy was only
52 percent as opposed to 100 percent in the
experimental group.
Research conducted by Len Zarry (1999)
further supports our findings. In his research
he found that "Pre-reading vocabulary instruction improved students' comprehension
of their texts and helped them retain concepts
that they were taught." In addition, "reading
comprehension did improve after direct vocabulary instruction" (1999, p. 267).
In our study there seemed to be a strong
correlation between picture cues and vocabulary comprehension; however, an even more
significant finding was the role student engagement played in the vocabulary. The
students in the experimental group seemed
to feel connected to the new words in the text,
that they "owned" them. This reinforced Roberts' idea in regard to building "relationships"
with words and accessing prior knowledge
(Zarry, 1999, p.1).
As the two of us excitedly shared our findings, we discussed ways we could use this
strategy as part of a regular routine. We also
talked about extensions and modifications
that could be made. For example, our learning- disabled students completed the
assessment successfully, but the activity took
them much longer. How could we improve
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this strategy even more to meet their needs?
Would the study have worked better for them
if we used the actual Polaroid snapshots that
Keller suggested in her strategy? How would
our results change if we used the vocabulary
picture cues as an anticipatory set before the
terms were even introduced? In Roberts' research, she analyzed what helps "students
retain the words in their long term memory"
(1999, p.3). How successful would the students be if they were reassessed at a later
date?
As with any research, one question seems
to lead to another. It was interesting that we
started this project with a question and we
ended with many more. These questions will
guide us as we begin to implement this strategy in our classrooms. When beginning this
study, we were very much engaged in our own
learning process and metacognition. However, in this case, we were not only thinking
about how we thought, but how our students
thought. We are hoping to build on this idea
and investigate it further. We can almost "picture it" now.
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